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1
PRACTICE HITTING TEE

CROSS-REFERENCED TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims priority to U.S. Provisional Appli-
cation Ser. No. 62/005,521 filed on May 30, 2014, the entire
content of which is hereby expressly incorporated herein by
reference.

BACKGROUND

Sports such as baseball and softball involve hitting a ball
with a bat. Being proficient at hitting a baseball and a softball
requires practice. Many different types of training devices
have been developed over the years to help players become
more skilled at hitting. The most common practice device
presently used for hitting practice is a hitting tee of the type
that has a stationary stand on which the baseball or softball
sits. The height of the hitting tee, and thus the ball when it is
on the hitting tee, is usually adjustable.

While this type of hitting tee is generally easy to use and
enables the hitter to hit balls that are unaltered, it has several
drawbacks. For example, because the ball is resting on top of
the tee, a hitter necessarily must hit the tee when hitting the
bottom half of the ball, which is required to obtain an upward
ball trajectory. To avoid striking the tee, the hitter may have a
tendency to hit less desirable areas of the ball, such as the
middle or upper halfofthe ball, thereby engraining bad swing
habits.

Some other training devices for hitting include a ball sus-
pended from a tether. In most instances, the ball is fixed to the
tether in a way that the ball remains attached to the tether after
the ball is hit. As such, the hitter is at risk of being hit by the
ball as it swings around the support structure. In addition, the
hitter is unable to determine if the ball was struck properly
because the hitter is unable to observe the flight of the ball.

Attempts have been made to create practice hitting tee that
overcomes the problems discussed above. For example, prac-
tice hitting devices have been suggested that include a ball
removably secured to the end of a structure or line from which
it is suspended. The ball releases from the line when the user
strikes the ball with enough force to break the elements hold-
ing the ball in place. However, with such devices, the ball is
required to be altered relative to regulation balls in way that
allows the ball to be releaseably attached to the tether. By
requiring an altered ball, the hitter again does not get realistic
feedback on the flight of a type of ball that will be used in a
game situation. Moreover, a hitter will be required to pur-
chase a significant number of the altered balls to practice
efficiently and effectively.

In another example, U.S. Publication No. 2009/0082140
discloses a batting apparatus that employs a suction cup sus-
pended from a tether. The suction cup is configured such that
it only temporarily supports a baseball or softball due to the
porous nature of the covers of baseballs and softballs. As
such, a hitter must quickly ready himself'to strike the ball after
attaching the suction cup to the ball. In addition, the hitter
must face the risk of injury due to the tether spinning around
the support structure. Alternatively, the hitter can wait until
the ball drops from the suction cup. In the case of the latter, the
ball is moving downwardly and is not covered in any way that
would train a hitter to strike preferred areas of the ball.

To this end, a need exists for practice hitting tee that allows
a hitter to practice hitting an unaltered ball with a bat in a way
that the practice hitting tee safely encourages a batter to strike
the bottom half of the bottom while providing realistic feed-
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back to the hitter. It is to such a practice hitting tee that the
inventive concepts disclosed herein are directed.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a perspective view of a practice hitting tee con-
structed in accordance with the inventive concepts disclosed
herein shown with a baseball supported thereby.

FIG. 2 is an enlarged perspective view of a ball holder of
the practice hitting tee of FIG. 1.

FIG. 3 is a plan view of a sheet of material used for con-
structing the ball holder of FIGS. 1 and 2.

FIG. 4 is a cross sectional view of the ball holder of FIGS.
1 and 2.

FIG. 5 is a cross sectional view of another embodiment of
a ball holder constructed in accordance with the inventive
concepts disclosed herein.

FIG. 6 is an elevational view of another embodiment of a
ball holder constructed in accordance with the inventive con-
cepts disclosed herein.

FIG. 7 is an elevational view of another embodiment of a
ball holder constructed in accordance with the inventive con-
cepts disclosed herein.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF EXEMPLARY
EMBODIMENTS

Before explaining at least one embodiment of the inventive
concepts in detail, it is to be understood that the inventive
concepts disclosed herein are not limited in its application to
the details of construction, experiments, exemplary data, and
the arrangement of the components set forth in the following
description or illustrated in the drawings. The inventive con-
cepts are capable of other embodiments or being practiced or
carried out in various ways. Also, it is to be understood that
the phraseology and terminology employed herein is for pur-
poses of description and should not be regarded as limiting.

Inthe following detailed description of embodiments of the
inventive concepts, numerous specific details are set forth in
order to provide a more thorough understanding of the inven-
tive concepts. However, it will be apparent to one of ordinary
skill in the art that the inventive concepts within the disclosure
may be practiced without these specific details. In other
instances, certain well-known features may not be described
in detail to avoid unnecessarily complicating the instant dis-
closure.

As used herein, the terms “comprises,” “comprising,”
“includes,” “including,” “has,” “having,” or any other varia-
tion thereof, are intended to cover a non-exclusive inclusion.
For example, a process, method, article, or apparatus that
comprises a list of elements is not necessarily limited to only
those elements but may include other elements not expressly
listed or inherently present therein.

Unless expressly stated to the contrary, “or” refers to an
inclusive or and not to an exclusive or. For example, a condi-
tion A or B is satisfied by anyone of the following: A is true (or
present) and B is false (or not present), A is false (or not
present) and B is true (or present), and both A and B are true
(or present).

The term “and combinations thereof” as used herein refers
to all permutations or combinations of the listed items pre-
ceding the term. For example, “A, B, C, and combinations
thereof™ is intended to include at least one of: A, B, C, AB,
AC, BC, or ABC, and if order is important in a particular
context, also BA, CA, CB, CBA, BCA, ACB, BAC, or CAB.
Continuing with this example, expressly included are combi-
nations that contain repeats of one or more item or term, such
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as BB, AAA, AAB, BBC, AAABCCCC, CBBAAA,
CABABB, and so forth. A person of ordinary skill in the art
will understand that typically there is no limit on the number
of'items or terms in any combination, unless otherwise appar-
ent from the context.

In addition, use of the “a” or “an” are employed to describe
elements and components of the embodiments herein. This is
done merely for convenience and to give a general sense of the
inventive concepts. This description should be read to include
one or at least one and the singular also includes the plural
unless it is obvious that it is meant otherwise.

The use of the terms “at least one” and “one or more” will
be understood to include one as well as any quantity more
than one, including but not limited to each of,2, 3, 4, 5, 10, 15,
20, 30, 40, 50, 100, and all integers and fractions, if appli-
cable, therebetween. The terms “at least one” and “one or
more” may extend up to 100 or 1000 or more, depending on
the term to which it is attached; in addition, the quantities of
100/1000 are not to be considered limiting, as higher limits
may also produce satisfactory results.

Further, as used herein any reference to “one embodiment”
or “an embodiment” means that a particular element, feature,
structure, or characteristic described in connection with the
embodiment is included in at least one embodiment. The
appearances of the phrase “in one embodiment” in various
places in the specification are not necessarily all referring to
the same embodiment.

Asusedherein qualifiers such as “about,” “approximately,”
and “substantially” are intended to signify that the item being
qualified is not limited to the exact value specified, but
includes some slight variations or deviations therefrom,
caused by measuring error, manufacturing tolerances, stress
exerted on various parts, wear and tear, and combinations
thereof, for example.

Referring now to the drawings, and in particular to FIGS. 1
and 2, shown therein is an exemplary embodiment of a prac-
tice hitting tee 10 constructed in accordance with the inven-
tive concepts disclosed herein. Broadly, the practice hitting
tee 10 includes a support structure 12 and a ball holder 14
suspended from the support structure 12. The ball holder 14
frictionally grips a ball 18, such as a baseball or softball
having a porous cover, when at least a portion of the ball 18 is
positioned in a ball receiving opening of the ball holder 14.

In one embodiment, the support structure 12 may include a
base end 20, a distal end 22, and have a generally inverted
J-shape when the base end 20 is positioned on a horizontal
support surface. The support structure 12 may include a first
portion 23 extending upwardly from the base end 20, a second
portion 24 extending horizontally from the first portion 23,
and a third portion 25 extending downwardly from second
portion 24 a distance from the first portion 23. The first
support portion 23 may be one piece or include plurality of
telescoped sections, such as a first telescoping section 26 and
a second telescoping section 27 to permit the position of the
distal end 22 of the support structure 12 relative to the base
end 20 to be selectively adjusted. The first and second tele-
scoping sections 26 and 27 may be releasably secured relative
to one another in any suitable manner, such as with a latch 28.

The first portion 23, the second portion 24, and the third
portion 25 of the support structure 12 may be formed in a
variety of shapes and may be made from a variety of materials
including, but not limited to, metal, plastic or a combination
thereof, so that the support structure 12 is rigid, impact resis-
tant, light weight, and corrosive resistant. Also, while the first
support portion 23, the second support portion 24, and the
third portion 25 are shown as being cylindrical in shape, it is
understood that the first support portion 23, the second sup-
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port portion 24, and the third portion 25 may be made of a
variety of other shapes or configurations including but not
limited to square, oval and rectangular.

The base end 20 is positioned at a lower end the support
structure 12 to provide stability to the practice hitting tee 10
and thus to prevent the practice hitting tee 10 from tipping
over when in use. In one embodiment, the base end 20 may be
a weighted member releasably connected to the first portion
23 with a latch 29. However, it should be appreciated that the
base end 20 may be in many different forms so long as the
base end 20 provides stability to the practice hitting tee 10.
For example, the base portion 20 may be an H-shaped struc-
ture or a structure with a cavity to permit the base end 20 to be
weighted with sand or water. Also, the base end 20 may
include a plurality of legs to form a stand, similar to a tripod.
In another embodiment, the base end 20 may be in the form of
a spike that may be inserted into the ground support.

The distal end 22 may include a suitable connector mem-
ber, such as a coupler 30, for connecting the ball holder 14 to
the support structure 12 in a manner to be discussed below.

The ball holder 14 has a sidewall 43, a first end 31, and a
second end 32. The ball holder 14 includes a sheet of flexible
material 36 rolled into a frusto-conical shape that forms a ball
receiving opening 37 at the second end 32. The ball holder 14
tapers from the second end 32 toward the first end 31. In one
embodiment, overlapping portions of the sheet of material 36
form a slit 38 extending from the second end 32 toward the
first end 32. The slit 38 provides relief to allow the ball
receiving opening 37 to expand and contract as necessary to
frictionally grip a ball having a porous cover, such as the ball
18, when at least a portion of the ball 18 is positioned in the
ball receiving opening 37. The ball holder 14 is connected to
the distal end 22 of the support structure 12 in a way that the
second end 32 of the ball holder 14 extends downwardly away
from the distal end 22 of the support structure 12 when the
base end 20 is supported on a horizontal support surface, such
as the ground or a floor.

The sheet of material 36 may be made from any suitable
material that is capable of frictionally gripping a ball having
a porous cover. In one embodiment, the sheet of material 36
may be made of a rubber or polymeric material, such as
polypropylene, polyethylene or polyvinyl chloride, fabric, or
some other suitable material or combination of materials.
FIG. 3 depicts the sheet of material 36 in a flattened state from
which the ball holder 14 may be fashioned. The sheet of
material 36 is characterized as having a first end 39, a second
end 40, a first side 42, and a second side 44 and may be
generally trapezoidal in shape.

In choosing a suitable material for the ball holder, attention
should be given to the flexibility and rigidity of the material.
When rolled to form the ball holder 14, the material may
exhibit sufficient rigidity to grip a baseball or softball and to
return to its frusto-conical shape after being hit with a bat, yet
be sufficiently collapsible to give way when struck by a bat.
Too much rigidity in the ball holder 14 may cause the hitting
tee 10 to topple when the ball holder 14 is struck by a bat.

The sheet of material 36 may be constructed of a single
layer of material or a plurality of layers of the same or differ-
ent types of materials. When the sheet of material 36 is con-
structed of a plurality of layers of material, the layers of
material comprising the sheet of material 36 may be con-
nected together such as by lamination or may be separate
layers.

The sheet of material 36 may be opaque to obscure an
upper portion of a ball (e.g., upper one-third to upper one-
half) from view when the ball 18 is positioned in the ball
receiving opening 37 of the ball holder 14. Also, the sheet of
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material 36 may vary in color. In one version, the sheet of
material 36 may be a color in contrast to the color of the
baseball or softball (e.g., black or gray). Further, the sheet of
material 36 may consist of designs, or logos, advertisement,
or decorative patterns, which are printed, etched, and/or
embossed thereon using inks or other printing materials.

In one embodiment for use with a baseball, the ball holder
14 may be constructed of a sheet of material having a height
of'about 8 inches, a minor width corresponding with the first
end 31 of the ball holder 14 of about 6 inches, and a major
width corresponding with the second end 32 of the ball holder
14 of about 10 inches. In an embodiment for use with a
softball, the ball holder 14 may be constructed on a sheet of
material having a height of about 9 inches, a minor width
corresponding with the first end 30 of the ball holder 14 of
about 7 inches, and a major width corresponding with the
second end 32 of about 13 inches.

In use, a ball, such as the ball 18, is positioned in the ball
receiving opening 37 of the ball holder 14, as illustrated in
FIGS. 1 and 2, so that the ball 18 is frictionally gripped by the
ball holder 14 and an upper portion of the ball 18 is hidden
from view in a way that a lower portion of the ball 18 is
predominantly visible to the hitter. The hitter then strikes the
ball 18 with a bat. Because the lower portion of the ball 18 is
predominantly visible, the hitter is encouraged to strike the
lower portion of the ball 18 in a way that causes the ball 18 to
travel with an upward trajectory. At the same time, the flex-
ibility of the ball holder 14 provides little resistance to the ball
18, thereby providing the hitter with real feedback as to how
the ball was struck.

Referring now to FIG. 4, the sheet of material 36 may be
wrapped about a fastener 46 and secured thereto with a con-
necter 48. The fastener 46 may include a clamp member 50
and a securing member 52 which may pass through an open-
ing of the clamp member 50 for securing the fastener 46 to the
connector 48. The connector 48 may include a base 56 and a
male plug 58 configured to be connected to the coupler 30 of
the third support portion 25 in a way that allows the ball
holder 14 to rotate relative to the support structure 12 about a
longitudinal axis of the ball holder 14.

The base 56 may have a first threaded opening 60 config-
ured to receive the male plug 58 of the connector 48 and a
second threaded opening 62 configured to receive the secur-
ing member 52 of the fastener 46. An inner surface 64 of the
base 56 defines a cavity 66 configured to receive an upper
portion of the clamp member 50. The base 56 has a proximal
end 68 and a distal end 70 with the inner surface 64 of the base
flaring from the proximal end 66 to the distal end 68 in a way
that forms the frusto-conical shape of the ball holder 14. The
shape of the clamp member 50 corresponds to the shape of the
inner surface 64 of the base 56 such that the sheet of material
36 wrapped about the connecter 48 may rest substantially
flush against the inner surface 64 of the base 56.

The sheet of material 36 and the clamp member 50 of
fastener 46 may be sized such that the sheet of material 36
may be wrapped about the clamp member 50 about one and
one-half times. By way of example, an upper portion of the
clamp member 50 may have a diameter of about 1 inch foruse
with baseballs and 14 inch for use with softballs.

Referring now to FIG. 5, another embodiment of a ball
holder, such as ball holder 144, is shown. A sheet of material,
such as sheet of material 72 may wrapped about a connector
74 and secured thereto with a fastener 76, such as a clamp.
The connector 74 may be a threaded fitting configured to be
connected to a fitting (not shown) of the third support portion
25torigidly connect the ball holder 14 to the support structure
12 in a way that prevents the ball holder 14 from rotating or

30

40

45

6

swinging about the support structure 12. The sheet of material
72 and the connector 74 may be sized such that the sheet of
material 72 may be wrapped about the connector 74 about one
and one-halftimes. By way of example, the connector 74 may
have a diameter of about 1 inch for use with baseballs and 174
inch for use with softballs.

In FIG. 5, the sheet of material 72 is shown to be held in a
rolled, frusto-conical shape by the connector 74 and the fas-
tener 76 so as to form the ball holder 14a.

FIG. 6 illustrates another embodiment of a ball holder 145.
The ball holder 145 has a sidewall 80, a first end 82, and a
second end 84. The ball holder 145 is formed of a flexible
material and configured to have a conical or frusto-conical
shape with the second end 84 having a ball receiving opening
86. The sidewall 80 may be formed by rolling a sheet of
material in a manner similar to that described above, or the
sidewall 80 may molded or extruded to the desired shape. The
sidewall 80 has at least one slit 88 extending from the second
end 84 toward the first end 82. In one embodiment, the side-
wall 80 may have a plurality of slits 88 spaced about the
sidewall 80. The slits 88 provides relief to allow the ball
receiving opening 86 to expand and contract as necessary to
frictionally grip a ball, such as the ball 18, when at least a
portion of the ball 18 is positioned in the ball receiving open-
ing 86.

FIG. 7 illustrates an embodiment of a ball holder 14¢
similar to the ball holder 145, except a sidewall 90 of the ball
holder 14c¢ is formed with two opposing slits or slots 92. The
slits 92 may be formed in a variety of shapes and sizes. In one
embodiment, the slits 92 are configured to substantially con-
form to the contour of a ball to facilitate the passage of the ball
from a ball receiving opening 94 upon being struck by a bat.

From the above description, it is clear that the inventive
concepts disclosed and claimed herein are well adapted to
carry out the objects and to attain the advantages mentioned
herein, as well as those inherent in the invention. While exem-
plary embodiments of the inventive concepts have been
described for purposes of this disclosure, it will be understood
that numerous changes may be made which will readily sug-
gest themselves to those skilled in the art and which are
accomplished within the spirit of the inventive concepts dis-
closed and/or defined in the appended claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A practice hitting tee, comprising:

a support structure having a base end and a distal end; and

a ball holder having sidewall, a first end, and a second end

opposite the first end, the ball holder formed ofa flexible
material and configured in a way that the second end has
aball receiving opening and the sidewall has at least one
slit extending from the second end toward the first end,
the ball holder connected to the distal end of the support
structure in a way that the second end of the ball holder
extends downwardly away from the distal end of the
support structure when the base end of the support struc-
ture is positioned on a horizontal support surface,

wherein the ball holder frictionally grips a ball having a

porous cover when at least a portion of the ball is posi-
tioned in the ball receiving opening.

2. The practice hitting tee of claim 1, wherein the ball
holder includes a sheet of flexible material rolled to define the
sidewall with overlapping portions forming the slit.

3. The practice hitting tee of claim 1, wherein first end of
the ball holder is rigidly connected to the distal end of the
support structure.

4. The practice hitting tee of claim 3, wherein the ball
holder has a longitudinal axis extending from the first end to
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the second end, and wherein the ball holder is rotatable rela-
tive to the support structure about the longitudinal axis of the
ball holder.
5. The practice hitting tee of claim 1, wherein the flexible
material is opaque so as to obscure an upper portion of the ball
from view when the ball is positioned in the ball receiving
opening of the ball holder.
6. The practice hitting tee of claim 1, wherein the support
structure has a generally inverted J-shape when the base end
is positioned on a horizontal support surface.
7. The practice hitting tee of claim 6, wherein the support
structure is rigid between base end and the distal end.
8. The practice hitting tee of claim 6, wherein the support
structure includes a plurality of telescoping sections.
9. A practice hitting tee in combination with a ball having
a porous cover, the practice hitting tee comprising:
a support structure having a base end and a distal end; and
a ball holder having sidewall, a first end, and a second end
opposite the first end, the ball holder formed of a flexible
material and configured in a way that the second end has
aball receiving opening and the sidewall has at least one
slit extending from the second end toward the first end,
the ball holder connected to the distal end of the support
structure in a way that the second end of the ball holder
extends downwardly away from the distal end of the
support structure when the base end of the support struc-
ture is positioned on a horizontal support surface,

wherein the ball is frictionally gripped by the ball holder
with a portion of the ball extending downwardly from
the ball holder.

10. The combination of claim 9, wherein the ball holder
includes a sheet of flexible material rolled to define the side-
wall with overlapping portions forming the slit.

11. The combination of claim 9, wherein first end of the
ball holder is rigidly connected to the distal end of the support
structure.

12. The combination of c¢laim 11, wherein the ball holder
has a longitudinal axis extending from the first end to the
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second end, and wherein the ball holder is rotatable relative to
the support structure about the longitudinal axis of the ball
holder.

13. The combination of claim 9, wherein the flexible mate-
rial is opaque so as to obscure an upper portion of the ball
from view.

14. The combination of claim 9, wherein the support struc-
ture has a generally inverted J-shape when the base end is
positioned on a horizontal support surface.

15. The combination of claim 14, wherein the support
structure is rigid between base end and the distal end.

16. The combination of claim 14, wherein the support
structure includes a plurality of telescoping sections.

17. A method of supporting a ball, comprising:

obtaining a ball holder having sidewall, a first end, and a

second end opposite the first end, the ball holder formed
of a flexible material and configured in a way that the
second end has a ball receiving opening and the sidewall
has at least one slit extending from the second end
toward the first end;

supporting the ball holder in a way that the second end of

the ball holder extends downwardly away from the first
end; and

positioning the ball into the ball receiving opening so that

the ball is frictionally gripped by the ball holder with a
portion of the ball extending downwardly from the ball
holder.

18. The method of claim 17, further comprising obscuring
an upper portion of the ball from view.

19. The method of claim 17, wherein the step of supporting
the ball holder further comprises:

positioning a support structure on a horizontal support

surface, the support structure having a base end and a
distal end; and

connecting the first end of the ball holder to the distal end

of the support structure.
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